Social Justice and Domestic Service 151 their children). The charges against her were later dropped, but the affair soured relations between India and the United States and the subsequent resignation of the US ambassador to India, Nancy Powell, looked retrospectively like a belated and rather clumsy palliative measure.
At the time, Sangeeta Richard's plight was serious enough to prompt an American workers' rights group, the National Domestic Workers Alliance, to stage protests outside the Indian Consulate in New York. Yet in the ensuing international diplomatic row, the evidently exploitative employment conditions that Khobragade had forced her maid to accept were largely forgotten. In fact, in India there was condemnation of Richard's actions, and suspicion that she had engineered the incident in order to blackmail her boss and bene fit herself. 1 The Times of India reported that there was a widely held belief that Richard had played the system to emigrate to the United States, 2 and as the case progressed Richard's nearest relatives were extradited to America, a move that led the embittered Khobragade to state, as she left the country, 'you have lost a good friend. It is unfortunate. In return, you got a maid and a drunken driver. They are in, we are out.' 3 The insult of Khobragade's treatment as a diplomat baulked larger in the public consciousness than the relatively trivial matter of a dispute with one's servants, and this response should be seen in the context of America's illegal use of diplomatic immunity laws to protect its own intelligence operatives in South Asia. 4 Yet the marked lack of sympathy for the initial victim in the case, Sangeeta Richard, also an Indian woman working abroad, says something important about how servants and domestic workers fail as legitimate figures in public discourses about political identity.
Until recently, servants and domestic workers have had a similarly marginal place in Indian fiction in English. Admittedly, a sustained critical interest in the subaltern has led to an important, highly theorized focus on women's domestic work in translated fiction (such as Gayatri Spivak's commentaries on Mahasweta Devi's writing) and to fictional engagements with social marginality in Indian English novels -caste discrimination and labour in Rohinton Mistry's A Fine Balance (1995), disability in Indra Sinha's Animal 's People (2007) or the urban underclass in Jeet Thayil's Narcopolis (2012). Nevertheless, Indian novelists have generally been unwilling to incorporate the experience of domestic work centrally in their writing. Instead, Indian novels before the turn of the millennium tend to represent domestic workers in the familiar tropes of the European canon: as supplementary facets of the narrative, as comic or irritant bit-part actors, as isolated voices or rhetorical performances. In short, the largely middle-class milieus of the Indian novel have given us a highly mediated, highly 'literary' image of the domestic worker from the perspective of those who are able to control and define the relations of economic and cultural capital.
The routine effacement of the servant and the deeply ingrained representational idioms that govern literary depictions of servants are crucial to our
